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I Ora and Written larlguage

1Introduction
C ,)

Children,. come to the task 'of reading , with a set or

well.-developed. oral language comprehension, skills. This

linguistic .skill, remarkably. obtained in just a few years,

obViously facilitates read ng.andJearning to read. One view is

that oral and written langugge compreh-ensidn represent essentially

.the same process.; reading a passage simply involves decoding:the

orthOgraphic symbols to a phonemic representation, then

comprehending that as, if it were speech. Huey's [1908]

, .

often-cited statement expresses this view: "The, child :tomes to his

\firsr, reader with his habits of spoken:language fairly well formed

and these habits, grow `mere deeply set 'with. every year; His

meanings intrere in this spoken language and belong but secondarily

to the printed symbols.!' (p. 123) An alternative point of view is

that, while the tcio processes share significant subparts, tilty

also differ in crucial ways., For,examplf, Kolers [1970] contends

that)"the quettions of interest to the student of reading are not
,

),

whether all [symbol-sound] correspondences can be characterizeTby

rules, for they .can, but whether reading is merely their

application.. Here the" answer )is decisively negative." (p. 116)

Advocates of the first position contend that ,,readirig

comprehension = oral comprehenSion skillsg + decod'ing., Those who

espouse the second claim that the eqdation contains many m re

terms and that- some of the'coeffieients might even be negative,

indicating skills which rust be unlearned in the , transitio1' from

.'oral comprehension to ading.

It

10.

40



Oral and Written Languhte

In this chapter., I emphasize and explore the differe&ces

among various forms of oral and written language, ,rather than

their similarities. The 'discussion is based on thelclaim that it

'is misleading;,Wcompare the broad class "oral language" with all

sinceten language," differences within these clabses'can be

much4reat*r than any general distinction be'tween, them. In fact,

the simple oalvs. written dichotomy -on which attach research has

focussed corresponds to only .One'of several dimensions of language,

experience which'IL develop here: Although it is clear that the,

e....
..

necessity for visual decoding is a differen,ce between children's
t * .

Oral language and'reading cimprehen6ion, I coptend that it .is but

one of a, great many distinctions; all of which may well present

stumbling-btocks fir children learning to read. Recognizing the

multi- f'ceted manAr in which a child's language skills

develop, we can see'that the cognitive leap's we expect, children to

'make are enormous anti can perhaps be broken down into, more

manageable steps.

The 'major portion of this paper introduces a taxonomy of the

differences between ahilOret's typical oral .langdage experi)nces

and the' experience of reading a book. Sections 2.1 through 2.3

explore these distinctions and section 2.-4 considers some
4

implications. 'of this taxonomy for teaching .reading ang/doing

research in reading comprehension.' Section 3.1 discusses from the

perspective of the taxonomy developed in this paper some past

experimental work which purported to investigate the "same

process:" hypothesis exemplified-by "Huey's statement above. 3n

/"
J ,

- 2 -
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Oral and-Written Lang uage

. 4

addition to the- problems identifiedled in section ,2; the' major.

criticism of this research it that it ignores 'the differences I

.

consider most- crucial to a child's transiton from listening to

reading cOmprdhension. As an example'of an alternative type of

research ,question which the taxonomy developed here-might provo ke,

section 4 explores the difficulties' deictic words whose meanings

are sensitive to the time,,place and-context of the utterance may

present to children when these terms are used in written text.

The discussion of deixia in sectiJon 4 illustrates thepotential

complexity of comparing text and speech according 'to the'taxonomy

.presented hire.
I .9

2. A Theoretical Taxonomy of the Differences Between Oral and

Written Language

If we wish to,truly understand the contribution of children's

oral. lansuagb,.skills to the
'

ir learning to comprehend what they
e

-...

read, we must carefully specify the conceptual-differences
.

between

the.ir earlier langua ge experiences and.ihe,new.one they are trying

to, master. -The following taxonomy attempts to go far beyond the

0 ,

1

traditional emphasis on decoding skit -s4. and views the ifferences
,

\

. ,

I as much .Tore compreherisive. It should be vieed pr'imarily as a

specificatlbn 9f the processes children.muat learn. (and unlearn)

.
to, become competent.reading compreKenders, but is also useful 'as a

. ,

framework .y.fer speckfying4thich.variables are really being tested

in listening/reading experiidpnts such Is .those described. below,
v 277

and as Al suggest-ion for., teactling the
\

\eotality of :reading

comprehensicin 'by making 'progr'ess along one di\ mension at -a time.

- 3 2.
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Oral and Written Language

A child's oral language experiences may be. described, as

interactive conversations in whidh'the child participates as both
.

speaker 'and.,listener.' All the participants, \share a spatial,

0
' :temporal and situat ional,context and their verbal communication is

4

augmented by intonation,. facial expnessionaand gestures. I haves,

divided the differences'between this situation and that of a child

reading a story intotwo largesub-categoriet: those having to 00

with the communicative medium and .those dealing with the message;

each 0 these subcategories is further divided into dimensions. I

/-

will describe these 'in detail in the follo14ing sections. Since-
,

the emphasis hereJis on the consequences of these distinctions for

child.learning to read, I will also attempt indicate what

kinds of modificatiodb must happen, to a child't comprehension

processesin the complex transition -to reading comprehension.

While I have chosen to designate the goal .language experience in.

this analysis as "reading a story," it 'is -important to realize:

that there are other language experiences which differ--eVen more

-
from,-chl).dven's conversations, e.g. reading a textbook or

techciea). 'paper. Because the.kinds,of texts to'which children are

first and most frequently exposed are stories, I will concentrate

on these first and discuss differences between stories and

. 'textbooks in.the section on.message-related dimensions.

2.f Medium - Related .Dimensions.'

I' have formulated 'seven dimen'Sions along which the

communicative medium of a language experience can be placed., The
, .

j medi.u'm 'here is expressed in experiential 'terms, and does not
P

T
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Oral and Written Language,

represent just the/vehicle for` the message; for example,- the"

contrast is made between being in a conversation and ,./at:ching a

'play, Pathe'r than between a conversation and. a play. If we were

to think of a .space defined in.terms of these seven dimensions,-a.

child's -oral 'language experience, as des&ibed above, would Lie on

the opposite end of a long diagonal from reading staries,'with one

point being (0,0,0,0,0,0%0), the other (1;1,1,1,1,1,1). FOr
.$

simplicity, I will treat these dimensiops her4 as two-Valued,

although it is clear that some of .them db not divide
,b
language

experiences neatly into two parts; a,further refinement of the

theory, would ,be to consider intermediate values' bn some ,

dimensions.

In any such dimensionalization, ,it'ia often unclear when a

dimension should .be listed separately and when it slould. be
Nr.

comb.ined witn some other relgtld dimension with which it may

'occasionally covary. I have, at least inforMally, used the

following criterion for identifying a dimension: if I Could. think

of a minimal.. pair, that is, two language 'experiedc6s which'

differed' in 'terms'of medium only along the dimension in -question,
T

that dimension was considered to be independent_ and was therefore

included in the,_list.

a The medium'related dimensions are: modality, interaction,-

involvement, si5atial commonality, temporal commonality

c ncreteneps of referents, and separability of characters.

Further description.p,of themare as follows:

ti
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Oral and WrittenLanguage,
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A )

1..MODALITY 7/is the message written or spoked?.
.

''hip dimension'is 1

the one 'on which most research on the relatiopshil(betwee.n-1
.

' 1
_ listening and reading has focuSed. In1 fact, it has mainly .

concentrated on only one aspect Of this distinction,: the added

'` necegsity, of visual decoding in ,heading. Even in
\ Ihis single

.. .

dimensiOn, however, there, are other'Aifferences which impinge
. .

-,

substantially on thee processing demands' of the comprehension task,

.

These are briefly reviewed here; a more extensive discussion of

the components of modality may be found in Schallert-, Kleiman and

NRubin-L19771.

Spoken languae has as one of its, most salie'dt ,aspects.the,

use of stress, tonation, and other prosodic features. Temporal
s

characteristics of,speech such pauses and changes in' sued
/

often proxile clues for ,the chunking of words into 'larger
. .,-,.

constituents. In general, pausesand breaths occur a syntactic

1
.

.(Henderson, Goldw-Eisler and Skarbek [1965, 1966]).
I .

Similarly, a more quickly spoken set, of words often indicates an
. .

appositiye phrase or something which is- not germane to the

./ top-level structure of the sentence. ` In a relekant experiment,

Friedman and Johnson (aS reported in.Sycht [1972]) found that.

pauses at phrase b6undarieS, in speech increased; its

.

comprehensibility. We rely on stress ,in_ oral languageas an
4

indicator of such discourse organipng topics as given vs. new.

.

Compote the following two'sentencels for example:

I sent Adam the book.

I sent Adam the- book.

§
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Oral and Written Language
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t
, - . , , 1

%, 4
.,..,

., :- . .

Inc trid 'first, the ,;book has already been 'mentioned (is given),

.1-

while the information that it was,serkt, specifically, to Adam is
' 4

.1

new,. The situation iiever6ed in the\secOA".6-17eq4nce.
,

In Addition,. stress on pronouns\h'dlps to disambiguate their'

referent as in the familiar:
. - , .

John hit Peter and then Mary hit.him.

vs. :'John hit Peter and then Mary hit him_

In the first sentence, the referent of "him" is definitely

"Veter,," while in the,Sedond it is "'Joh ." Intonation,fyet

another feature found solely in speech, is often used /s an

indication illocutionary force of an utterance. For

example, "It's Cold in here" could be a stateTent_or a --queSt-ion,

depending-od the intonation-pattern.

, 4

These prosodic features are a_great help for everyone - and
k

especially children- in understanding speech as their facilitate

the detection be \syntactic and discourse structure. (See AdamS

'[1978] for further discussion). The transition bo text requires:

. the develppment of alternate strategies to compensate for the

disappearance of theu featurgs.
.

. t

,Text'does have some compensatory aspects. A partial analogue

of many'prosodic features is punctuation. While our limited set
/

,. ,

of punctuation Marks' does 'not reflect all the nuances possible
.

. 1.

with speech,'it)frequently indicates illocutionary force (. ? !),

,

pauses PO, lists (i : ;)

)

and related statements.(;), among,

A others. In contrast with speech, segtrntaijon of the mesL.ge into

.

A words and-sentences is concretely indicated in written text and is

1i
I

k
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-.Oral aria Written Language

. ,
.

not-a task which must be performed by the reader. I06. ,addition,
4.

certain devices whfich are .used solely,in text cn help specify the

larger structure of.the message. The demarcation of paragraphs is
,

. .

such an organizational aid. Textual devices, such as underlining-
o

.

and'italicizing may be, used to emphasize or contrast words and
4

phrases.' It is'.even. possible. that other languages or other

typographies have employed different textual features;,a study of

the history , of typography. might .shed some light on the

oral - ,written transition process from a different point of view.-

Effective reading involves the recognition of the function of

these aids and the development :of processes 24 take the best
/-

.adantage of them,

Another dharacteristic 'of text which can be an asset in its
4

comprOension is its permanence. Readers can use this fact ,by

1

looki4g back over passages they have previously' read, re-reading a

sentence which was mispaesed the first time aroUnd-or,re-reading

an entire $aragraph whose point became clear only at -the last

sentence. 'Effective- readers often' glance ahead at. the next few

sentences or-skim chapter and section headin . I-major strathgy

a child, must develop in making the Lransiti from oral, to written,I
language' is i method, for using the 'permanence of text to

compensate ,for some of its differences from speech. One such

strategy, for example, is to keep some, Wig} structure of the

text in mind tab facilitate lOokingback to check a specific point

.

/ or answer, a spec question4 in an interactive jloral langUage

peoge mo're commonly just' ask tor clarification.

- 8 -
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2.- INTERACTION - is. the hearerAlistener able to interact with thp
,o' ,

.speaker/writerf Clearly:, .41 slAnverSati'on, each participant ias
. ,

. ' , :: .,_ ,...,v; ,t , .
.

a chance to speak 4ftd.sof,tep-Iisdsst.hi opportunity to indicate that
.'

, . 4h ,

* ,
.. 4.

p , / .

he or she has, not understoodlAhpeAker. Thus', :in A conversation;-.'' ! , .. .

which is "woq.king,", thbbdrer can verify his4,1pr hdr hypothesds
,-

,

.

.

ciuict4y, Making the maintenance 6f competing' hypotheses less.
7 p

0

Being in a conversation also re0es the li;tenec to make an

necessary.

act iae rattempt -to under-stand what is b intieing said brder to
.- - I.

, .

respond appropriately. ,f1-1 don-interactime media such as books and

TV .this 'impetus is abAeht , Being able% to participate in this *way

requires knowledge of the rul 3 'by, whicho'converzations' are

V

conducted; G'rice [1957] and Sparle 119601. halhe codifded some of .4

Nt

the assumpelons-vhich underlie conversatiohal interactiAs. Being
. 4 , I . .

. 1
.

able t6 actively participate also implies having an'effect,on the .

r :

4*. .

course of a conversation. Keenall and Schleffelin [1976] have

A

,

represented the establishment. 6f discourse 'topic as a dynamic
,--

%:

acfrom`
1.

process which includes feedback
,..

the speaker and the

,
,_____ -,, . .

,

, .

hea'er. Participatory l'anguage- experiences are.), in addition:,
, .

highly individualizedi each, parti ipant thas''some model. of the
.,_

%other's beliefs and knowledge and cvTposes utterances taking this

model into account. _Thus,' the -language with which a child comps

int&' contact in conversations iem'ore tailored to his:or her.=

,t

knowledge than the language in aAulti-recipient- 'object' lie a
1 ,

:_091( could

a,
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1 1 and;Writteri Language

: .,
3. INVOLVEMENT - is the communib.ation directed to thd reader/

-I.

, .'- . .. ,
,

iistane0 The.Anclusion.of this'dimensiOn reflects the fact that

'certain,.
i*

. language . experiences are . directed toward the
. . .

,
.

reader/listener, while .tin others, he, or, (she. is essentially
.. ,

-\--,

!'eavesdropping." Ohe.... a
A.-

ciue'to locating lanqua'ge experience along,
. .

.

4 , . . t

this dimensibn is the, use of seoond , person pronomns,....,An

c 'Q '

r, .

.A

o
4709:nvolving communt'ottion will use. "you" .refei to the

If fa

z

reade/listener,. sometimes , even h t

11 noninvolving" communication contains "you" at.44l; the referent
/

will be a character in the story, or'e generalized' person ("You

never know what4g going to happen. next."): Involvement in a

communication act usually implies that'the, writer/Apeaker knows

77 who the breader/listener is; consistent with, '-this .implicatibn is
.

the fact that most written communication of this sort are derived' 1,

from oral situations '(e.g. -letters) .

,

4. SPATIAL, :COMMONALITY do the. speaker and lister "(reader and

wOiter) share'a spatial context? This dimension really comprises
. . ,

. two different question's. , The first might be,phrabed': Can the
. -

.

participants see
d
one another?' Theo second:' Can the 'participants

u, sd the same spatial
.

,deictic terms because they are in
.

the same'''-
.

. NIt .,

, , tier-
,_

plade? '-' . ---, ,

. .. ,,-':..
,

,

, The first queetion . is, primarily one of extra-linguistic
-, : - ,.--.. - ,

. , ,i...,g- ,.- .
.

,

.. communiCatitnf. Gesturee,' facial expPessibneandpointing,can.-all
. # .

.

beuse 4ct to falif.ate-cbmiunication,. A nod Of the, heia.kay denole

agreement; a puzziled,look may communligate a lack of understanding,

)

'

..
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; , .

pausing the speaker to restructure t/he utterance.
.

.-. , Pointing may
t

aid in specifying Deferents for pjonouns on noun phrases such'as

:fithat2dog over -there." ,Keenan and SChteffe in (1976] cite the

:IffAlowing exaltpl.e of tWo.34-Tonth-old childrert eating dinner:
. . ,

-...
-. . .

.

',avid: (looking' at 'his bowl of food) what.'5

.

ziS? ,

. ,

. a.

Toby: Kamoniz
),-- ,.

.

Da.vid: n' maaarpniz. Ic'etiz.',. ,

N
In this case, D'avtd'S eye movements were necessary forToby to

understand the referent of,"zis."'-'1 developmental "movement away

from this early dependence on ext -linguistic communication has

been noted by deLaguna [1927]:, "The evolution of language iS.

charapterized by a progressiife freeing df speech from dependence

oh 'the perceived conditions under which it is uttered and heard,

and from the behavior; which accompanies it." (p. 107).

The second "aspect of spatial, commonality has to dd with the
r

,

use .of deistic words.s.uch'as "here," "there," "came," "go," eta.

(See section 4 below fbr a,definition and discussion of deixis).

,If *the two partieipants -are in the same place, they.can-understand

. Such wordS withput translating them to account for the other

person ,being in a different place. .(Of courie,,s words as

!Iifir.A.ght", and "left" must always be interpreted relat ye to reach

\1111)

0;rersoq's own position.) , The permanence-of written language and

. the'existence of modern telecommunications have created situations

in which the two participants 'can be separated in space, thus

%
making it necessary for the

-

listener to interpret spatial deistic

terms in the speaker's context.

14
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' Oral and Writteril,anguage

-5. -TEMPORAL COMMONALITY' = do the participants° share a temporal

conte t?* Thi again is a deictFc issue involving the use of such
-

word as "now," "today," "last Sunday" and rverb tense

The correct inter'Rretation of such words 'when the participants are

2.)

separated in time requires the reader /listener to take the point,

of v4ew of the speaker/writer. A child's oral'language experience

does not often require this ability t: switch the temporal context

of utterances. Although it is certainly possible for a mother to

address the following remark to her child: "Rerhember I told you

yesterday, 'You can go out to play tomorrow.'", it appear) . that

,this type of demand for temporal context-switching is seldom

imposed on a child in oral conversation's...,

.6. CaNCRETENEn OF REFERENTS - are.the objectA and events referred
.

. 1. .
. .

. -.
. . _ -

to visually present? Early conversations deal al'Mast exclusively
- , , r

'34 ,

with concrete objects which_ a child can' see: Momty, Daddy,
.* /

,clothes,-' food - or objects which the child as at least seen

previously, and which therefore have some concrete -reality to him

or her: Grandpa's dog, friend Jackie, carrots we had for dinner

last night. In readingor listening to stories, a child is often

required to make up an object or event given only an 'incomplete,

verbal description, rocess which may take additional cognitive

sophistication. The child may.- also have to integrate' several

paFtial deScriptions, of the same 'Object and remember the composite

description without theirid of an external referent.
0

- 12 -
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7. SEPARABILITY IN- CHARACTERS -- is the distimotion between
. f *

difNrent , people's, stateeerTtS and points of view clearly4

indicated? ,In a normal conversation, such distinctions are ,

obvis, as each .person males his or. her own statements; each

may be confusing. znoa book thisproblem'is, compounded, as the

0 child must not only -?.i'constructli',the iridivj,duals/involved (see

point of view, hasola physical 'flanchor." Even so, for a young

child, the parallel maintenance of several distinct points of view .

concreteness. of refrents, aboVe), but must parelal out. comments,parcel.

feelings, ,and motivations. to Och' of them On the basis of'more
111.

Subtle clues: 'punctuation, paragraph:, structure andw inference's

. 8
"based on some consistent 'model of trach of the characters.

,
A a

2.2 Pointe in the' Medium Space -g

Although these seven- dimensions have been identified and

discussed by contrasting: two ext'remes dhildren!s oral

conversations and reading ,a story there are many' language

experiences which lsie between the two., A dimensionalizatich% like

the one presented heret'cetines a, space within which language

experiences may be compared., and in spires a search fon the .
f

uninstantiated We can ,think- of each language

experience to be described as a point 'in 7-dimensional space. At'
. , . .

first thespace appears to be only sparsely filled, but, in fact. .

we can come up .rich quite a few interiediate points by teasing

.apart the dimensions we ha4e/listed above.

,,, Aqigure 1 _illustrates, the relaticnships among several

. .
.. . . .

,

e 4.
' 4

different experienses, presented-as 'labelled rectangles, Line

- 13
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READING A"NOTE
4EFT ON THE
TCHEN TABLE

WATCHING
A PLAY

temporal commonality
interaction ,-"

spatial commonality
temporal commonality

.1

separability of characters
concreteness of referents

14
LISTENING
TO'SOMEONE_
READ A
PLAY

"4 \
differ only.'
in terms of message

.17

Oh

HAVING A
CONVERSATION ON
LINKED COMPUTER

TERMINALS

TO A .

CONVERSATTON

spatial commonality
temporal commonality I ,

separability of characters

' HEARING
A REPORT OF A
CONVERSATIONS

b ,

modality
concreteness of referents
(?)separability of characters

concreteness of referents

LISTENING
TO A CASSETTE
FROM A FRIEND.

modality.

interaction.:
spatial commonality
temporal commonality
concreteness of referents

K

modality

TALKING
ON 'THE
PHONE

7
spatial commonality

-concreteness of,referents
o

interaction
involvement

f.

4
interaction
(?)concreteness of

modality referents

spatial ouconaaity
tempo al commonality c

( ?)separability, of characters

READING
A

PLAY

IN

modality

READING
COMICS

(?)separability of charactes

° ,

separability of characters

concreteness Of referents

( ?)separability of Characters

LISTENING
TO A

` STORY

modality

READING
A LETTER

FROM A FRIEND

LISTENING
TO *A

LECTURE

V

READING A
STORY'WXTU.
VICTU.ReS

if

4 .

Flgu 1. Differehces among language.experiences as commtiWicStive media.
t 4, 1114

The b x labelled""KID"eepresents a pild's typical oral laiguage experience,
while the other bdxes *ow experiences that differ along One or more dimensions.

mOdalitS,

*spatial
commonality
temporal
commonality

t/

READIfIG

LECTUM

creteness of referents

STORY W OUT
prcpins

1 8

'
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Oral abd 'Written Language

con'n'ecting the r'ectangles are labelled with"the.dimension(s )',along -

.which the two eXperiences diverge. The rectangle. in the center of
.

.,
tlat'page,'Iabelled KID., "represents a'child's language experiences

.

as described aboVe; the goal of . rly reading teaching - the

ability to 're-4a3 a story - fis near the bottom 'of the".fig"ure.'

')., . .

R ,Arrowftea'ds indicate a illoveMeht away.. from% a 'Child's normal oral
'; 4

4

language experiences towa,rci the Other enh Of the' space - reading
.-

, .
.

. -- .
. .

"story.. ,Natice that in spme cases two opposing: arrows connect two
'4. ' ,

,. e . ,

. -adjacent retan:gles, -This sis, an i,ndioatioo that one.of,the two^is
. 4 ,

.
' .

clOser to oral cOnversation,T, along dne d'im49s,ran ', 'r while' the other
,

........ . , 1.,.. ;
.''.. . .9

%
, , .is closer alon another.: ', ' a

I'
.1

'% . .1
,

,
" The complexity 0P-the figureshp4rd-immediatpily .suggest that

. k.

there are memy more-ConCePtlai, tranAions:inlve0betileen 'these
".

ti
=

.1

two language experiences 61-ab anemphaiA Oxi'4ecOdinotild"
-

This. figur'e attemdt.s' tp pinpoint.th'eSe traait.ion) focusing an
.,, . .

.

the divergent cognitivg:.,demands. different lingUage, experiences
5

I 4 . ,

'imp'ose on a Child,.:': koc;exati;4e; aordirig't,o, this-apalY1sis, a
. ..,

, , 6 .
-:.: . -,: - , .

child talking 04 tile telep:11oAe"-faae' tiOppotential' pr'o'blem of
,.. - . At,- . -4N. )

,

'incorrectly, intefprieting-\'-,Wo-rd'st.1 1.16h - aS -"h;.re", ,h,ecause or the

spatial; context shift ilecessar'y to InVerpret ti-l'e'r5r.d;... there is,
,

.. . . .

i., n fact, -anectldtta evidence ; that confuslo'n o'dqurs. An
,

additional hfildrance ;implied,bY'."the" "spatial commonality"
, , 44. ,

I

.dimens'ion..is the, lack .of- eXtrilinguistic communicati49n,,Lma " .

4 , .

1 /

;pmpo§sible.by qie.limited communitatiO' medi.um. objeba 'Jeferred
-

- ;,/
,

,-

to in the conversation'rthi:ch are in t 'e speakers'sPatt.al"context
)

:.1 -

_

are probably .not immediately visible or, accessible, to ti lie chlild.o
4 l

4
;

k
. . 4 4, 1e

4
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'Oral) and Written Lariguage.':,

For- -a child 'rho, relies on these a to copreh
.1-

,absence may necessitate adUtion711
/

'processing
\

nd speech,, their',

nd /or lead l. to.

\comprehension :-difficulties. Th pointk is that this 'additional
\.

/ W a

.

p\Aceising:Ls precisely, the type hick is riecessa
1

y, in 'reading' A )

/ ' .'
,stries. as, well. Althosugh there is no suggestion that a child.

,

,. .

mustpass, through all or any lof the (*intermediate stages in
,

6

...

_

earning to read, ''language )eeiences between the two extremes
. .I'

Vding and Idilagnosing *ahildren'S'may be useful lin teachi
, \ .--.

`reading problems.' 'V
.,

.

, .

While : an 'attempt''Yhas
.

be n made t/keep these, medium-related
. ..

e , .
.

dithensions binary, some language experiences clearly lie didway on
. -

some dimension rathee than at/one end or the other . This is

'indicated in the figure by question marks in front of dimension
/

nzr,s; in these instances, he two adjacent rectangleS may differ.
-- 00, - e

only- maren41Y along that d mension. For example, the clues to

separating characters' po is of view are 'somewhat clearer Tn

reading a than' in r ading a story trge demarcatidn of

, .

'Characters' ,lines helPs in this respect); but are less obvjous

than in watching, a play.

Many childreh's most common source - df 'language input
r

watching television - not included in thip-fd.gure siince, in.
, Kis

many respects,, it cuts acro s the 'distinction-s made here.: A child

can lig)en to a lecture, conversation orstory or watch a,Play on

television.- tis 6oth a visual and an audit4y medium; television

can combine 'characteristics f both modalities by presenting
-

material to be-.read as well as= listened to (although except fdr;

-.16 20..
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the "Sesame Street" family of programs, it seldom -ues any written
.

text.) On the ;other hand,. television 'is' Rot: interactive

mediums: as are everyday conversations, so .1.1 lack& the 'individual . '

tailOring<WhichOs an integral part',Of such communicative epiSddes

Sand place's few demands on the child to respond in an appropriate

wept. In this sene, TV.'may to considered a passive rathe'r than an
, 4. 9

active meth -terms of the obligations it imposes on the child.

Finally, it is appropriate tO consider' ''this.
.:-

)
dimensionalfza4on as a departure ,point for analyzing language.

.
..

, t,. :
,

experiences, rather .than as the final"product., For one thing,

most com uhicative acts are 'not "pure"; they are'instead
r

mixtures
)

of several media. Many language experiences change in ,the- pOurse\,
.

at time, mandei-ing from pdint to point in the medium space-. For
'ii-

.
.

.

example, a common occurrence for a ,child might be to listen to and

math a, conversation, occasionally becoming-an active participant.

/,'"A'parent Might .carry on a'direct conversation w ith a child at

various points during reading a story aloud. The designation of

medium can also become ,more complicated when communication

originally' composed for one situation is delivered in another.

;,13eading a transcript of. sjecture is one example. of a language
.1P 4

exerience,i4hich is more difficult to classify in terms oT.Medium.

, Most impOTtant, .asmentioned above, there is an ehtdre other set

of 'dimensions ,along which communicative Acts vary and which

exhibits marked contrasts ,betweemoconversations and stories: the

4

,message

v- 17 -
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'Oral and Written Language

2.3 Message-Related Dimeinsions,

Tne medium dimensions detailed above capture only some 'of the

differences between a child's typical oral language experi'ences

and typical school readingexpei'iences. There are also wide gaps

between the two in terms of the topic of the communication, its

)

structure and its function. I have grouped-c
,
thpse three aspectAof

. .

linguistic .communication in the category message: intuitively,

4'
the "meat" of the interaction, in contrast to its Communicative

,

channel. Changes- alOng message dimensions necessitate
/

developments in a. child's language comprehension abilities which,

Must occur in parallel with the'emergenceA?f_skills to effectively

`handle the medium-related, differacesiscusded abovel Unlike

those, message dimensions_ cannot be _considered two-valued, or

designationS of chnacteristics of which( communicative acts can be

said to have more or less. When two messages are compared in

terms of structure, for example, the results will be that they

have different structures, ratherthan that-6ne has more or less

structure tha', the other.

Although medium and message dimensions' are examined,

separately, they are fare from_ independent aspects, of

communAcation. Certain medium characteristics are most

appropriate, for particular types of -Sages and in some

instanOes, the choice of medium .essent determines some

;aspects of th& . message. 'A potentially interactive'medium will

tend to push the structure of the message toward that of a I
. .,

conversation. ,Parents could dqeliver e*pository lectures to their,

- 18 -

!F.

2



Oral and Written Language ,

children, but few.do (thank goSdness); itwould be a poor use of

face-to-face communication. Similarly, the- syntax of oral
, .

interactive language is, generally "ungramotical" bec'ause of .the

. -

characteristics of the communicative medium._ Stated another way,

it is not *really possible to randomly choose values dm each -ofd the
,-----,..

medium and message di:rirnsifea- and b sure of fintng a patural
/,

/ (
.

A," ilanguage experience which fits th t set of choices.
,

Yet even if

It.
_

4,-

Some. of /the message distinctions singled out below are

consequences of medium differences, Poking at.them separately may
c- ,

nable usto discover which ones are\the nest critical roadblocks

for children learning to read. In the discussion below of various

message dimensions, I will first define ,the gimenSion, 'then

indicate the effect a choice of medium has on the' location of a

1
language experience along thiS*4imens-Pon, then contrast children's

typical oral language experiences with reading with respect to

this dimension.

Some attempts have been 'made to classify oral ana,written

language per se along these dimensions.. For example, Dankso[1974]

reports that other experimenters found college sophomores' oral

productions, when compared to written ones 'on the same topic, to

contain longer and more difficult word's and more verbs. It is

misleading, however, to consider this result to suggeSt jud ents

about anything more general than college sophomores talking and

writing about a particular topic in a particular situation

Surelytheir oral productions in a conversation about their social'

1lives would differ.significaqly' from the oral productions in

19,. -
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',these experiments. In

relevant to children learaing.to read for their 'typical oral and

*reading experires do rlOt Match those in the experiment alCong a

*`

's

addition, this c6mpariNonis-simply not

,Oralland Written LaRguage

s .

,,
.

. . 1

number of other -dimensions. is important to- keep this caution

- -.
in. mind in reading the sections whiCh follow.

Structure exists at many, different levels of a Message: word,

.sentence, paragraph, and the' entire message, to name the most
4

'4

obvious. At the word level,. the question of structure is really

one ,of 'vocabulary. Words have been rated with respect to

difficulty and abstractness; for' any individual child, however,_

the crucial issue may be familiarity -- whether or not they have

heard, read or' used the word before. Because children are

participafits in the .conversations. which, constitute the major

portion bf their linguistic experience, the words they hear tend

to be familiar to,them. Clearly, a typical children's book will

contain words_which Ore not familiar to a child from everyday#

conversation and more sophisticated written material such as .

textbooks may be densely populated with unknown words. This makes

it necessary, for the chield not_ only to learn new words, but also

to develop strategies for hypothesizing about unfatlliar word&
.

_

when he or she encounters them in reading.

sentence-level', we not'e syritactio! differences among

language experiences: The structure of individual sentences may

be more or less complex; On?the other hand, sentences may not

; A

_even be "'grammatical" 'or complete. In interactive communications,

incomplete sentences frequently occur as answers to questions

- 20 -
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r.

("Where did yOu see her?" "Canoeing on the Chaeles."). Because -it

is produced on the fly, speech tends to wander' off ,into run-on

sentences and baroque structures. undancy and repetitions are
. .0,

COMMO compensations for the non-permanence of speech. Anyone who

has transcribed a conversation can mouch for the looienes of the
1

Syntax. The fallowing example is part of a 10-year'old's bral
:... . . . .

..-

response to', questions about a story she had just rea): "I don't
-,. .
2
-N.

know", I-think it was some book like that she wasn't allowed to

read as though it were a really Christian home or something and

yob weren't allowed to read.a book abput, I don't know, dirty or

something." AnottAr example of the lack of formality in spoken

language is Allen's [1966] observation that perfect tenses fe%g:

"had been clbsed"] are often replaced by simple,tenses [e.g. "was

closed"] in.conversation. ThUs,,beCause'child0e0s experience is

with oral, interactive conversations, they may have to learn new .

syntactic rules for reading. 'Even if the syntactic structures are

the sdme, however, speech' provides additional slues to' the

, .

discovery of syntactic Structures, as explained in the detCrigtOn

of modait differences above; this presents an additional new,

demand to children.
, 6

Larger-than-sentence-level structure has not been,

investigated until more recently and, as a consequence has been

less clearly - defined. Conversational structure is characterized

,by utterances which are very coitext- sensitive, taXing advantage

of the-fact that speakk andlistener.can interact. ,(Notice that

the word/;conver"sation" hbre refers to a languagp experience which
r .

25
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,

makes use of an interactive%Medium not jest to an ,experience A
. , 4.

4 , e ,.
A

/

which has' that potenhial, such as 'a lectUre: delivered;` a
.

6r-re-to-one' situatiom). FieqUent sequences %ihich have .'heen'
, ..

. ,

-.identified in conversations are question-answer and

quetion:-reqtiest for additional piformation-response to
,

request-answer to t inal question. "Sequ. e n ces" tend to be shor,t

and Misunderstandings are -cleled up short orderbecause of the

interactive ,nature of the medium. The structur& of conversations'

continues to be examined and formalized by Sche'gloPf [1972]; Dore

f19777 and Grosz,[1977], to name just a few.

Thi, structure of stpries, has also recently been examined by
.

people such as Rumerhart,[1975] and the grammars generated' differ,

greatly from those built for conversations,-, containidg such

constructs Is "episode", "setting", and "theme." (See 'Bruce's,
i

Chapter. in this volume for an.example of the applidation of story

geammars). Expository text's differ in yet other ways from

cortversa5iAs with concepts like "thesis," "supporting evidence"

and even. "topic sentence" being relevant. Olson [19741
A

characterizes the most common current use 'of. language in

sc'ientific and .technical texts ag "an extended logical essay - an

assertion examined and re-examined to' 'determine all of _its

,.im,plications-in a^ single coherent text."=(p. 23).

. ' The child learning oread is clearly the victim ',of theSe
.4.

,differenes. Even though lucky 'children may hear Oal,stonies

from their parents and may eveWbe exposed_to expository structure

when they demand to kno'w why boys and girls art different, ''their
I

T
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-

-typical oral language experiences are conversations. They are:

r'
0 .

i

,A ..

aCcustomed to askiniL and answering questons ("Where are you
0 ,

..,
,

,goillg.?"), or relating their experiences ( "Well -, first.I fell into

the mud 'puddle and, then...") but are not as familiar or

-, Comfortable with other structures. 'These 'differencesrequire-the
...::.../.. ..0. . t:. .

'child to develop a .new. set of structures and procedures to

,

. comprehend stories: still 'other skills will be necessary for

understanding history textsand lectures,

The topic ofa language expeiiendil is, :informally_, what it is

about. 'Children in 'general talk about everyday' objects' and

situations - their pets, friends, parents, games, things that are

relevant to their own lives. They usually share with their

conversant a background of experiences and knowledge which makes
..

...possible references such a.,°The dog looked a little like 'Uncle
-

.

Oscar, . In
.

such conversations;" , the speaker has'a relatively .

complete and accurate model of the listener and thus the listener
f-, t.., -e..t ,-,,

'''' 'will find clemprehenstbn 'facilitated.;-f Contrast .this twith the

situatiorvof a child eading i book.- The "story. is likely tO be
-

.

- .

about a child ar animal in ah unfamiliar situation. In fact, it

is--cleqr that one of, the fascinations of reading is this very

e _ ,

which might otherwise be unattainable.o Yet,. this '-source of
... .

.4
capacity 'to introduce the reader to,charaateri2-and situatiOns-

ti

excitement is' also :la pOteherfal , source of prO,Olems for a ydung

reader *used to such language experiences. In :Addition, a book's
.

, a
-.c--1(Lithor certa my does n6t know his or he audience .persona]personaly

0

116

a . -

thus can, not ...tailor the story to trr knowledge and beliefs.
, $ .

2

.
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This Mismattch of background assumptions between cultures has been

or

postulated as one( source of; difficulty for minority children .

learning to read. We have discovered,in informal: experimentS that
0

an important component of comprehendingQa story is undersanting

the characters' goals and'interpreting their actions ill light of

these goals; without this connective .tissue, the story falls
-

apart. Understanding a story about other people requires the

9 -"-

reader to be able to assume the characters' points of 'view, this

"standing in another's shoes " is difficul.t, when certain basic

assumptions are not Shared.

As a child gets older, the topics he ,or she reads about in

school alSo tend to.become more abstrgct; the child must progress

from the dogs and friends of tAs cr,her childhood 0 democracy and
4

the periodic table'of chemical elements.
4

a
..These shifts along the topic'dimension are somewhat predicted

shift from interactive to non-interactive language
,

experiences.. Children play a large role in the choice of topic in

bonAresations with thein parents and peers ttius it 'is more

likely to be familiar and re4vant 'to bliem. On the other hand,

there are interactive language experiendes, e.g. a technical

conversation between two nuclear physicists - which in terms of

topic, are closer to reading a text book than to 'participating in

.ar typical child's conversation.

Finally , -we Ray contras t, the fUnction of children's

conversations with that, of stories, Children learn to peak

tially becaUse mastering this skill is most useful kn,having

I

3
,.

- 214 - '
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4

one's needs filled. Just getting a parent's attention :nay be the

first motive. a child acts upon in learning-to speak. Later, his

or her language cOabilities are more diff rentidted and a child
417P-

can get father to poUr some iuiceoo ask mother to fix a broken

toy. As children get older, the functions of'conversations remain

somewhat constant: to persuade, to obtain information (often,

relevant to some task), to express some emotion, to acquire some

object oraction or sometimes just to interact and maintain

contact. This function is often consistent with the child's

goalt, especially if the child has initiated the conversation.

Stories and texts, on the 'other hand, often have as their' function

to describe, to entertain, to excite, to'evoke. Early reading may

even ,submerge all of these functions in service of the goal of

teaching the ',child certain wdrds andf letter -sound correspondences.4

Not only are these functions different frog those normally'

assoetated with conversations, but they may.not correspond very

well to a child's goals. Certainly' many'children have asked their

teachers and parents, "Why,should. I read?"; very few have asked,

"Why should I talk?"

An additional difference between _the functional'fabric of*

children's conversations'and that of stories is the durat,ion f-

goals. In conversations, a single e)lchange may sp.tisfy a goal and

the focus' will shift to another topic. In stories, we see more

sustained purposes, as one of the goals of a book may be to evoke

a single emotion;

.
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_ -
Thse message differences are affeited by medium difrerences--

in .some of'the samdlway4 structure -and topic are influenced. In

particular, a child's active parti,cipation in a conversation' makes'

it 'roc-re' likely that it will. satisfy his or her goals for the

interaction. -A ch,ild'often prevents a-conversation from "sticking

to the subject" by introducing another topic and another goal. In

a sense, many message differences are an effect.pf..the interactive

nature of the) children'g language experiences and the Tesulting

passibility of the Wild's affecting the course of the
r

cOmmuntcation.

Figure 2 .summ4rizes the contrasts drawn above between

children's typical oral language experiences and the experience of

reading a story,. Whenl these differenCes are combined with the

medium7reAted distinctions discussed above, it.is?clear that the

,.path$4from. oral language comprehension t.o reading comprehension is.
'"

full of difficult steps and that learning to decode written words

to meaning is but one of'them. We See that neither of the models

,allud,yd to at the,beginning of this chapter: (that reading and

listening are either the same or completely diverlent processes)

makes sense in the framework developed here. What is supported in

their stead is the view. that each language ex'perieuce involves its

. own set' of cognitive
atwa

L11,s, each of which 1is shared, with many

other 'l anguage experiences.. The dimensions identified here

provide a first ass at ,injicating which cdinitive skills are
.

involved in a% particular. language experience; much more work

needs to ber'done t'o specify4at a more detailed level 4the cognitivd

L
-26-
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*processes' involved in understanding_ language in 'different
o

situations.

2.4 Implications for,Teaphing.and'Research

The- model presented here clearly diverges from the more

. traditional view ofthe crucial steps a child'must go through in

progressing from oral language comprehension 'o.reading. One
.

qimpltcation of ,the proliferation of differences is, that there may

be ..intermed iate steps in teaching children to yeed which will

require the use of some but not all the s ikills involved* in

.1-eading. For example, two.children might carry on a conversation,

by writing notes or by typihng on linked computer terminals; this

exercise preserves many of ,the message properties of children's

conversations` and even some of the medium- related properties (e.g.
/,

interacti.on, spatial and temporal commonality), while varying the

modality. Reading aloud to children' shares man/ medium and

message-related aspects, with,children's reading themselves, yet

differs. in modality. Computer technology can.be used to provide

language experiences which would not be easily available

otherwise. For example, in order to combine Interaction with the

A

normally non-interactive reading process,, one could build a

computer program which we could whimsically call "Euh?:" The

terminal could include.a special "Huh?" key. which, when pressed,

would explain a Specified piece of text' more completely or simply,

t4us preserving some of the feedback properties of conversational,

situations.. An increased understanding of the relationship

between children's comprehension of conversations and stories will

;IP

1
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for of which ,reading skills not-

transferred from the oral siYtuation should'be -explicitly trained,

and where children might have "btigs" which derive 'from a
<

toar-general transfer of Aral language skills. Sudh al model would,

als4 ',be ;useful in devising diynostic Measures for individtial

.A

-children:- to determine' if ' their' reading difficulties , are

reading- specific, general, to bbth ,language modalities or are

evidence Of an even,more general deficienci in . problem-solving

In terms of- research, this model can be useful in more

precisely ,understanding what experiments are actually.

investigating. The following brief- survey of experiments

exploring the relati.onship/ between listening and. reading

ecoaprehension is included to demonstrate that work has often

r-
focused only on changes in modality,'and has in general,- ignored

the other distinctions among naturafly."-occurrin lAnguage

experiences. The relevance of these experiments to cheAren

learning reading comprehension is tenuous precisely because of ,

this narrow focus. In section 4 I will outtline , an alte'rnative

approach to research in reading Comprehension ,based on the theory

_developed here.
A

3. Experimental Investigation of the Relationship Between Oral and .

Written Language ,

r The'purpose of the following admittedly incomplete sample -of

experiments is to give the flavOr of past and current

,4 experimentation in the relationship between oral and written

- 29 -
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4
.language comprehension, If a ny. conclusion is supported, it is

that certain aspects of oral comprehension may be prerequisites

for reading ,com'prehension; that. is, certain shared skills' which-
_

facilitate both type-5 of comprehenston can be tested in certain'

listening situations and .used as predictors for certain reading
-")

situations. Sticht,[1972] notes that "it is to' be desired and

expected that with readers beyond the learning to decode-read

stage, lea'rning ey.listening and learning by reading should- be

highly correlated." (p. 295) When the materi4 is held constant,

this intuition is generally supported. In general, though, these

experiments tell us little about the skills children must acquire

in learning.to understand what they read.

3.1 Relevarit Experiments

Experiments investigating the relationship between oral and

wl"tikten 'comprehens`ion usually proceed 'in one of the'.-following

ways:

. Comparing comprehension of the same passage _presented as

both text and speech or of passages produced differently (as text

or speech, but presented in the same modality. Durrell [1169]

found, -in presenting the same'material in both oral and written

form to first through eighth graders, that -sentence-paragraph

comprehension in listening surpassed that in reading'in-first

graders. However, in eighth graders, reading comprehension was

12%superior to listening comprehension. Fbr Durrell, this change

was evidence again t. a simple unitary-process hypothesis.- In

related Sticht [1972] demonstrated, equal comprehension of
,(1

t.
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. the same passage -pr,esented- .to adults 'as speech or text and

,,commented that "men who score low on the Armed' FPrces

Qualifications Test-and are of marginal Iltexacy may learn equally
. _

poorly by listening -aviby reading." (p. 288) Both of these

experiments varied only the modaliv of the language experience

.examined. Durndll's results are most likely due to children's
r

e

increasing competence ilk decoding and the advantage of the
J.

permanence pf written text. However
,

neither looked at

conversations or any type of interactive language experience; one

wonders, for exampleo how Sticht's subjects would have done had

they been allowed to ask questions while th,ey were listeninig.

In a different approach, DeVito [1965]. asked writers to

describe''Orally topics /from their published papers. These oral

productions, when transcribed, :were understood as well as the

Original passages'when subjects'read both. This would suggest

that the-particu k r oral passages did not make excessive use of

features of oral aaguage which would be- lost in. their

transcription to written form or that such losses were compensated

for by such features pf text as its permanence. Here agaip we

gain little insight into children's reading problems, as .children

do not in general read transcriptions of oral, productions and i'n

writing downan oral passage, we in fact. produce a somewhat

anomalous language experience. .

2. Demonstrating_that practiced listening /*ills aid reading

comprehension. form ofexperiment which bearsmost directly on

the hypothesis that skills are shared between Comprehension of

- 31
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text and speech is exemplified by Tatham [1970]. Using ."frequent"

(e.g. - subject- verb - object)' and "infrequent " '' (e.g.

sub/ect-verb-danner adjeqive) syntactic patterns fromchilden's

oral language, she demonstrated that the frequent patterns were
4

more easily omkehended in written form than the infrequent ones.

A

While -this type'of experiment could indicate a transfer 6f skii,ls

from one modality to the-other, it could also be the case that the

frequent syntactic patterns used were-frequent precisely because

they were .easier to comprehend in any modality, perhaps-due.to the

semantic complexity of the concepts they represented. Studies

along these lines would be more' useful if they looked A other
. .

frequent patterns in children's conversations (e.g. discourse

structure) and pinpointed how texts do or do.not require the same

skills.

3. ;nvestigating'the transFer of trained listening skills to

reading. Other experiments investigate the possibility skill

transfer by actually training listening skills and then testing

their manifestations in reading. Lewis [1952] trained general

listening skills such as determining the main idea, noting

details, vi drawing conclusions and inferendes; the res&lts did,
)

. .
.

not show clear transfer to reading achievement.- Sticht [1972]

'presents arpossible explanation for this failure in noting that

such organizing skills are often taught in conjunction with
.

reading' but not with listening'. Thu's:training people to "think"

while listening may. produce impro ement in oral comprehension but
)

0

may not tragsf4 to reading 7if they are already' proficient

32
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,
readers, This' insight fits easily into the framework developed

aboVe, with the thinking skills referred to here seen as a

.
consequence of the message-related distinctions ,betw.(61

conversations and stbrie-s, ...,In other studies, h6wever, reading did

benefit from.listening training,' Jenkins [1978] reports that ten

out of twelve studiesJhe surveyed reported improvement in reading

. following training-to improveAlistenihg skills. The -effect was

seen in training to recall events,'idea8 and details, to predict

, outcomes, draw conclusions or inferences, ,or folloW directions

in other words., in thinking We may integrate these

seemingly contradictory results by p6Atulating' that the subjects

w.

in Lewisf study had more successfully learned "thinking" skills in

connection with reading than the subjects in other studies;

therefore, their improvement.in listening comprehension was not

accompanied by an improvement in reading. comprehension.

Comparing listening' 'comprlhension of "'good" vs. "poor"
. .

readers." Some experimenter's have looked atr, performance

differences among -differently skilled readers 'on 'oral

-.comprehension tests. Perfetti & Goldman [1976] .1/ found that

lesthskIlled readers could recall a recent word less successfully

in a_listening task than more h?ghly- skilled readers. Pike [1976]
.

asked children in fifth an'd,sixth grades to repeat three type; of

strings of words: random lists, syntactically well-formed, but

semantically anomalous sentences and meaningful, sentences. She

Found ,that, although the two groups'performed equivale try on the

random 'lists, .better readers were more successful in their

- 33 -1
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performance on structural stri,ngA than Poore'h readers, indicating

a greater ability on their-part to make 'use' of syntactic and,-
C

,

,semantic structure.- Sheconcludes that "the ability tested br the

.experimental task ,could be a performance-rimiting factor

learning to read." (p. 8). 'Neither of these ex0eriments tells us

'much about' the relationship between,listenie and reading;

sqbjects, could have read the stimulds materials instead-

h

,listening. to them and- the results would most likehy have been

similar. What they-'seem to indicate '-i's that one skill important

in any kind of *lankilage comprehension is the ability to structuret.

the sentences one reads, to make_ a list of Words into a
. I-

,structured, mesningtul object. I would extend this thopght to

texts bigger than sentence5; understanding a 'story means reading

it as something other -than agigt of sentences.

,5. Investigating what disrupts reading for "good". 171,21.1oL

readers. Oaken, Weiper and Cromer [,1971j Studied the,differential.'--
4-t

-effect on good and poor readers or a tape oft. a transcript ,of a

poor reader reading alOud. Good readers' listening comprehension

-was unaffected by hearing a poor reader, art hough their reading

comprehension decreased when they read a.transcript of the tape.

In contrast, poor readeri' listening comprehension went down whep

they .listened to a tape of a poor reader. This suggests that"pcor._

readers' strategies for listening comprehension are somehow

disrupted by a Tack of cues in the poor readers' tape -(e.g. fewer

prosodic .caes for syntax): Such a result suggests'that poor
-

readers may rely on certain featuressof oral. language which do not

11
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exist in. written language and have not learned 'stratlies to
.

compensate for this loss.
, .

6. Consideriing thet- relatiodship of both oral oan'd written

language comprehension to iddepe6dent measures. Stitht [1972]

diseOvered that:_regding and listening,comi:irehension scores were

equally ,good predictOrs of 'job perforpance in non--reading jobs.

He'" concludes from this and related statistics that "the

'meaSuremnt.M comprehension by reading includes the measurement

of comprehension by language (by listening in the p-resent case)."

(p. 292) Again, this experiment looked only at a chadge in

modality:' the material presented and the-Manner in which' it'wp.s

presented:. do not differ otherwise. The not-so-su6Drising,

boncluSion to be deriv'ed `from thiS ,experiment is.,that

comprehension is affected much more by factorS other than

modality, by skills related to other aspects of the...medium:nd the

Message.

2.2 Problems with these experiments

1

...
, .

Several considerations make it -dffficuit to 'interpret t se
Af., ,...-

, , I Ail
experimental results or to pinpoint their rele4ance to children

.., . c

learning to read:

The materials-'themselves - In tne"49,11< of,the experiments,
1

7e-6 -

described. above, materials 14'iffeeOnly on the *modality of
A

presentation: All . of the other dimensions -'of' the taxonomy
// '''

developed.in this paper.remain the, same. - In addition, several -

. /
experiments use anoma lous language experiences,such as listening
. dr

to a-passage which was to be read or reading a talk 'which was
/

V

- 3.5
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meant *to , 1e° siiiken% We hardly ever encounter these. in

'non-experimental situation s, and they are certainly not corliloarable

to re2ding text or participating in, a conversation. Thus, many of.
w ,...-,

r

.

the experiments wich purport to compare comprehension,'acrosS
.4.

these modes are d4Xficult to interpr4. Those experiments which,

.

.

, , .
. * -

only ,test comprehension -"Sentences in .isolation may bek less
,

. , 1 .

sensitive, )o 'this criticism, but they suffer from yet another_

t'
problere- thell' Ous felationship>between updenstandtag- isolated

-, sentences and comprehending entire written or oral' passages. 4,,,,

A
2. Presentation clhdit,ions -=. Two of the striking diff6rences

A
. lr

between'oral and written language, are the sp;e,si at whictf:A176,may
,

, .

be presented and the pe'rmanence of the Adsplay. The normal rate

of reading_ Is, commonly'.2.73 times as that aCir..._.speech. Sortie
6

4

experiments attempt to pace,subjects' reading or compress specn '1

in order to'eqUilze thes(1 variables, Wht it-isunclear what other
I C .

effects these variatipn, ' ;ave. S.imilsrly, some experiments*,

present only a: small. portion' of the written input.at'a time to
.

simUfate, the non-retrieVk Waleof speech. Wane this .method,' may

make the k0N,2615i'eherision situations more comparable, it destroys.
a- ?

a- difference be ween 'oral :and written language -which might be

:-c'ruc'ial in.teaching-childrA to -ef
-

subSeot ohAraceeristics and comprehension measures. - Danks

E1974]-poin0 out that the use tlf subjects Qf differe*nt ages. in

different experiments makes comparisop.difficuLt as we know little

about, the dvelopMent,a1 aspectSs7of 404r reading or 1 1.snguage

comprehensioh. Tn addition,' he points, out several difficulties

- 36 .- .7,



Oral and Written Lan-guage, ," 9

With 'comprehension measures. He notes that freerecall and

,
-., ,

question-answering techniques may.t)e har to compare; and that the
,

ne cessity:of delay before comprehension is tested in both of theae,

approaches may confound results. Comprehension measures Which are
%--

4

simultaneouS with processing may ayoid the'delalkproblems, but,

(disturb the comprehension process-itself.

Methodological.fallacies - The discovery of a factor (e.g.

impaireAlistenin comprehension) which occurs more. frequently. 1.

-among poor r era than . good readers cannot be interpreted ,as'
. .

.

indicating that the factor 'causes poor reading. First, poor
:

-ieaders tend to score,lower on a oxide va of.tasks and one can
4sio ,

. . -

note dtermn which factors areqfntitha y related to reading:
A .' ,

. ,

Second,a isal relation is never: estabfished !simply by a-
...

correlation; n
.

more complex aalyees are necessary. . ,!

A.

14,0

. ,
#

5% The relationship of the comprehension, prpcess* to .,

....-4. .0 .. . 0 --,

)111
experimental results,- It is always difficult to inner a

'4
process , .

.0,..

I. .

. . .1,
---,

4

to
''--

..

.from looking( at its output.' -Even it qt were -consisteptly
,

. t ': ,

obtain the .same results on aomprehension tasks inAitoth oral and
0,

.

-
. . .

'Written language, -tlie wopld have no proof that the comprehension'

,...) ,prOcesses vere the .same. Even show ing that. a componeb ,(e : °g.

-v.,
' , '

, ,
'' ''

.

., ,.

'"ayntactic analysis) is, operational in: both -modes of Janpage, -,

,-
.

0
A 91^.

to the reST4-'of the'procesi:, when it, is activated, what its input

reprehension toes rptitapecify the re atiopship of that compopent
.

. .

iss and how much time, space, and -attention are devoted, -toits.

2
operation. /

4
.

N

.

.
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6. ,Err,or analysis - few of .the experimenters mentoioned above

looked carefully
,

atetheir.sutijects"errors; they did_ not follow
. ,

Goodman [1973]; who built his _theory primarily- on "misempell

a,
. . .

.

nalysis. One exception among the-research reported here is Pike
): / AA

[1-976]., ,She noted that, in the string memory task described above,
.

,. . :-
, , .

_poorer. readers; seemed to be using a strategy. appropriate for

tasks even for the structured strings. Their

respon'ses had a list -like quality and their errors were most often

omissions. The better readers tended to transpose or substitute
0

.wordsthey would generally answer using :a normal intonation .

,pattern which indicAted they were attempting to use' syntactic and

,Semantic structure- to rememr the words. This typ of, data
..).. e

.1' .
.

suggests. that mof'e:,Complete, even if therefore less quantitative;

analyses of experimental results might provide more insight.
4

In some sense, though, all these experiments miss the point

when -7-:'itcomes to childFen learning to read. While it mat be true
.

1- .

that many of. the Same processes come into pray in the
:., .

0

comprehension of the sate material presented visually or aurally,
I

children's early'cony rsational language` and the'books they read

can hardly be cons dereiirthe same materi 1. By focusing on the
t -

.

modality of languag- e
\
xperiences, st

.
the expense of other'

, . )

characteMstics, thes- experiknents haVe missed some of the crucial

...:

dirTferences between conversational experiences and reading

stories.
This is not a criticism of these experiments per se, fOr

4.,.

their purpose was in apt-to investigate modality isolated . from
. . . .

. . .

other..fa4toxs: Wha is wrong is the extrapolation of these

6
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Findings to-the e4ation of reading,comgrehepsien4with the sum of:

oral language comprehension decoding' and to the. concomitant

emphasis on teachinig decoding. bn order 6 _better understand
0

reading comprehension, we need to look at material which differs'

in, terms of -4her dimensions-structure of the ,message,

interaation,, topit, to name a T. The following section'islOt-
.

thebeginnirig of a potential investigation of' two of thesd,

dimensions (without any claim that they are somehow most important

primary)_:- temporal spatial commonality.

4 Understanding of Deictic Terms in Oral and Writtn Language

The effect of the permanence of.text on certain terms has

been discussed before by linguist.s.; OlSon [1974] notegs4 "Written

, materials are ordinarily portable and,greserved over time; hence-
v°

the writer must use langdagerin s1ch.a weby as to.permit the text .

,to:_preserve its meaninglacross spaceb.b.d time." (p. 15) This shift

in .the text gdses new' groblems.r., 'a .ahad, whose previous

experience has been with language,at periencep, in _which speaker and
..

.listener. share Itatial,.,and :temporal' tonte417,This section
c., -...... ,

,

.

provides a ,preliminary look at--thes'e:deictdo terms,: they are
,s

. t-'
s*v-called by linguists, i'nd4 considers how th-6y. may be a source of

a , ilo a
, S'1 it .

confusion for children learning to read. '

0

4.1 Definitions of,Deixts P.

In general, deictic ,terms. 'are tho-se ,who.se interpretation
- 4

.-.
relies upon t-he ContNar of th* utterance.

;illmo#

re [1971]_gives
( .

an intuitive feel for'c'ontex,t-sensitive terms with the 'following
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.

6

Imagine finding a bottle afloat in the ocean holding a.--

,piece of paper with these words: "Meet me here at noon, tomorrow

410-w.ith.a stick ..ifiout this big." Clearly, no brie cotAld fill that

request without more information!

Weinrich [1963] divides deixis into 4 categories:

.

1. Person deixis: terms. whose interpretation requires
.L.

.
.

. .

knowledge of the speaker and/or'hearer,, The most, common words/in
0

. b
this category are first- and second-person pronouns.

May I hold hands with you?

Have you seen my octopus?

* *

2'. Time deixis: terms whose meaning depends on the time at

which the utterance occurred. Time adverbs such as°"nownyldlime,

phrae.le such as "a week ago". fall into this category. Tense

indicators on verbs, may also be considered examples of tilde;

deixis.
40
Now , you see it, nollyou don't. '(Note the two different

uses of "now" in, this 'sentence.)

John ame-,,to stay last Sunday, but.I'm going to ask him to

leave tomorrow,

4

.3. Place deixis: terms which.depend on the spatial position

of the speaker and/or hearer. The adverbs "here" and "there"-as

well as certain motion verbs (e.g. "come") are in this 'category.

Is Johnny thpre? (refers to the heiarer's position)

- 40 -
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Put that :"knife overow here. (refers to the speakee's

posit:ion)

00.
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I

' * * *
I

4. Discourse deixis: terms which depend on the previous

discourses for,.,vtherr. -lntgrpretation. Anaphoric reference may be

included here, aS'.well as such phrases as "in the, next, chapter. 111

k

.(See Nash-Webbir [1978]. for further ,discuss ,n of anaphora./

I drove the car to the bus station and left it there.

In the-next paragraph, yob will read,abodt social deixi .

* * *

Filimore [1971] .adds a fifth category.

5. Social deixiS:4"terms which are sensitive to the social

relationships between the pai7ticipants in the conversation.

Examples of such words are more common in Japanese, :where many

, pronouns include an' assumption about the soCial,class of the

people referred to. In French, the second-person pronouns l'tu"

and "vous" are differentially used depending on the relationship

belwee-ff the conversant s.

4.2 Experimental Work%In the linderstanding of Deictic Terms

Few experiments have been doneon the effejlt of deictic terms

in languageiundei'standing. Harris and Brewer [1973] demonstrated
ti

that subjects' recall of sentences such as "All California had

felt the earthquake"' was frequently "-All California felt the.
,-..

earthquakt", suggOting that the of specific°reference to the

second time refe.rencre 'eTore which California felt the

earthquake) rendered the "had" meaningless and thus, prOne to

ti
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omission.- Similar experiments in Brewer and Harris [1974]

indicated t he same phiencmenon with other deictic relemerls not

anchored in the experimental context, Such.sxperiments could be

,explored,to provide more insight on the effect of context on the

interpretation of deictic terms.

Not much work hai-'4en--dahe. efthei-'cOnee'rning' children's

acquisition of the ability to produce or understand deiatic terms.
.

Voris [1975] claims, on the basis of linguistic argUment.s, that

f,,"the grammatical Agructure and interpretation of referring

expressions ... can be 'accounted for in principle on the bas of

se' prior understanding of th8 deictic function of der6onstrative

pronouns and adverbs in what might be loosely described as

concrete or practical situations." Although' Lyons makes no

reference to actual observations of children,
dr

he recognAzes the

primacy of deixis in a child's development of speaking and .

-listening skills. One developmental point he makes is that a

child must learn the distinction between referring to a place and

referring to an entity,.e.g. the difference between "That's the

park" and "There's the park." ;

FillmOre [1971,] relArts an experimenby,Herb Clark in which

preschool children gave each other instructions.to assemble blocks

without being able to see one another. Clark recorded the
4

following conversation:

"Put this block oritoP of that one."

."You .mean this-one."

"Yes."

4

- /42 -
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These phildt.n did not yet understand the deictic nature of "this'

and "that"; the asslimption is that they were still too egocentric

to realize the discrepancy in'the conversation.
'\

In some ,related experiments, Krauss ,'and Glucksberg [19773

:showed' that childiten often 'do not appreciate the fact that the

Pers-On'they-are4Peakling 'to does- Mot "share their knowledge and

,

assumptions. The eXperidenters , separated children by a screen,,

then asked the speaker to desordbeltic design on blocks as he or

40
she stacked them. The listener's task /was to select the correct

-.

blocks frbm a randomly ordyed collection and stack them in the

same order. Children throuip the fifth grade gave

noncbmmunicative description's like "My Daddy's shirt" .which 'were

usually misunderstood. Adults, of course, made up, suitable

-.descriptions and had, no trouble Vith the task.

-Tanz [1976] found that the order of acquis4plon in speech or-

deictic terms by a krouptof 40 children between the ages of two

and 'six was as follows: pers.aal pronouns, in back of/in front of,

demonstratives'Sand locatives ,(this/that, here/there), deictic
S

verbs (come/p, bring/take). Some of her techniques pight be

extensible to research on reading. Tanz notes the, connection

between deixis and what :psychologists have co$Monly called.

egocentrism: "Children's use of deictic terms without sufficient

linguistic or extra-linguistic anchoring is one of the clearest

symaqoms of cognitive egocentrism to be. visible in ordinary

interactions." (p. 228) She.also hints that the kinds of cognitive

processes inherent in a'child's decentering may pave the_ way for a

ti
- 43
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child .to stand, in other people' shoes and see the world from

their per,sonal and motivational point of view -- a ceucial- skill

in'undeAtanding stories.

4.3 Deictic %ems in Text

What happens to. deictic terms in text? For one thing, they

are most likely used less frequently. Fillmore [1971]

.distinguishes three types of uses of deictic place terms: gestural

(I Want you to put it there.`), symbolic (Is Johnny there?) and

anaphoric (I drove the car to the lot and left it there.) Only the

third really translgtes easily into the written situation. The

other two make sense only as quoted utterances, that is, as

written records of conversations.

- examine example such, iiLet us examne one exampe of su, a use of0 in text.

Sally said to Jill, "Come to-my house tomorrow."

Two words in this sentence have deictic content: "My". and

"tomorrow." If a child were to hear the quoted sentence, `he or

she VOUfd understand that "my" referred to the speaker and

"tomorrow" referred to the dayafter*the utterance. In reading

this sentence (or in hearing it read), he or she must interpret

"my" as "Sally's"9,nd '!tomorr ' as the day after Sally's remark

to Jill. For a child, this changing of context may, not be easy.

Similarly, if a child read "'I want you to put it there,'. ,said

Jack,-pointing to 'the card table," he or she would have to realize

the correspondence between "there" and "the card table,",rather

than the common correspondence between "there" arld a place 'in
.

.

4heir own spatial context. Not all deictic refer6hces in texts

are quoted conversations. For example,
- 44 -
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John looked to the left.

Again, a child -must tie able to switch contexts in Teading this

sentence to realize that John's left, not the reader's deft, is

indicated.

Of course, each of the above sentences could have been
.

spoken. My' claim, thoUiETII-TtriEiiiCti-ericenEeiiFeiiiiien More

common in text than in speech and further, that they might _provide

Some difficdlty for children in the transition from speech to

reading comprehension. To support this claim, more -research is

necessary into children's, use and understandihgof deictic terms

in speech, the occurrence .of deixis in children's books and

children's 'understanding of these terms when they.read. As a

start, here are some examples of4e uses of deixis in My _First

FictUre_Dictionary'[Greet, 1970]:

1. You wear a gloye on your hand.

2. You blow air. into a balloon.

3. (Accompanied by a picture of a boy watching a unrise)

' The sun- is, rising.

Dan was up when it rose yesterday.

It has risen later every day.

4./ (Aecompanied by a picture of a mother, agirl looking

her, a.girl holding a doll and a boy holding an airplane)

Mother is giving me a birthday present.

She gave my sLster one last month.

She has given my brother his Tsent.
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While is true that dictionary definitions are not the most

'...

,

-

.

natural form" of t.-pxt,, children certainly read and hopefully ..*

understand them. An investigation into just how
.

much acd how they

. .do understand should- proyide some 'insight into the general

relationship between the comprehension of oral and written.

-language.

In sum, a new approach to investigating the contribution of
.

-.6,,

.1/4,

'children's oral language comprehension skills to their learning to

read has berr-proposed here. It rejects the traditional equation,

which claims that skilledreading is the-sum of oral comprehension

and decoding skil for_two reasons: 1)4* It is impossible ,to

IP,
compare oral and written language in geniral without furthers,

specifping the medium:and message of the language experience. ! 2)

The, relevant 'experiences for children learning to read are .

4,

conversations (oral)and stories (written), and there are

A

more differences between these than the application Of oding

-skillp could :overcome. Attempting to .diimensiohalize the

distinctions among language experiences leads us to a scrutiny of

linguistic factors sucR\as deictic terms, to a new experimental
vs.

approach and, h4efuliy, to butter ways to.teach children how to

read.

+.
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